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Introduction
Default options have been shown to strongly affect behavior in numerous contexts. 1 It is plausible that defaults also matter for decisions related to human capital but the evidence collected on this relationship is thin. 2 One important and unanswered question in this field is to what extent different groups of people in society are susceptible to default options.
In this paper, we analyze the effects of defaults on the choice of a course. We ask a random sample of Dutch people aged 6 through 80, which three skills are most important in the jobs they have or -for people who are not working -the jobs they would like to have. Further on in the survey, we randomly select one of the skills the respondent indicated and (hypothetically) offer the respondent a course in this skill. The respondent can accept this offer, but is also allowed to exchange it for a course regarding one of the two other skills indicated. The approach allows us to distinguish people who choose the suggested (default) courses from those picking courses from the menu.
We estimate course selection behavior using conditional logit regressions. Our estimates suggest that people on average have a strong propensity to choose the default course. The effect is similar across gender and education level. It appears that the effect of the default option is less strong around age 30 and declines after age 60.
1 Johnson and Goldstein (2003) and Abadie and Gay (2006) show for instance that the amount of organ donors is much lower in countries where people by default are not an organ donor compared to countries where people by default are organ donors. Other studies have shown that defaults matter with respect to car insurances (Johnson et al. 1993) , car purchases (Park et al. 2000) , consent with e-mail marketing (Johnson et al. 2002) , and pensions with 401(k) saving (Carroll et al. 2009 ). Altmann and Falk (2014) report that cooperative defaults increase contributions to a public good. 2 Borghans and Golsteyn (2014) show that defaults affect the choices people make regarding training decisions of recent graduates. Research often focuses on young people. However, theory predicts that the effects might change across age. The period in which people can reap the benefits of their investments changes across time and people become more mature as they age. Our first contribution relative to this paper is that we study the question in a representative sample. The second contribution is that we let people choose the skills themselves instead of offering them the choice between various skills. This implies that the courses that are offered to them later on are more in line with their true interests.
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The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. In section 2 we describe the design of the experiment, and provide some descriptive data. Section 3 contains our empirical approach. Section 4 presents the main findings. Section 5 concludes.
Design of the experiment
Our experiment is included in the Life Long Learning Survey. This survey is a supplement of the Dutch National Bank Household Survey (DNB Household Survey), which is a representative panel of Dutch households. Participants answer questions over the Internet. 3 Annually there is a basic questionnaire which is split up into seven subquestionnaires that are distributed in different weeks of the year. In other weeks, supplements can be sent to the participants of the panel.
An advantage of the DNB Household Survey is that within households, both adults and children (from 6 years of age onwards) participate. The use of internet allows randomization and wordings of questions which depend on earlier answers of the respondents. In total 2,445 people participated in the experiment. Table 1 shows that approximately half of the sample is male, and that the participants are on average around 43 years of age. 17% of the sample is still in school (including students), half of the sample is working, around 15% is retired, and 20% is occupied with a different activity (unemployed, housewife, disabled, else) . In order to investigate whether the sample is representative, we compare these statistics with those of the DNB Household Survey.
Part b of Table 1 reveals that most of the statistics are similar in the original sample and the sample we use. The average age is remarkably similar in the subgroups in both samples. In our sample, there are more retired women and fewer students than in the original sample.
-- Table 1a , b --
In the experiment, people will make a choice for a training course from a set of courses relevant for their work or potential work. To this aim, we have to determine the relevant skills of the respondents' occupation or potential occupation, and offer them a choice from a set of courses. We will describe these elements of the design step by step.
The relevant skills for the participants
We want the courses offered in the experiment to be relevant for the current or a potential occupation. Since important skills can be very different for each occupation we asked the respondents themselves to indicate the most important skills of their work. Questions in this experiment refer to a specific occupation while the sample consists of people with a job, but also of adults who are not participating and children who are still in school.
Therefore, an approach was needed to focus the respondents on a specific occupation. For those who are working, this is their current job. The question we asked is:
Can you name three skills that according to you are the most important to do your work successfully (e.g. specific skills, computer skills, working with people, endurance, physical condition)?
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Respondents could state three skills that were recorded as string variables.
For people who are currently not participating we adjusted the question as follows:
Can you name three skills that are according to you, if you would start to work, the most important to do your work successfully (e.g. specific skills, computer skills, working with people, endurance, physical condition)?
We also included retired workers in our survey. We asked them:
Can you name three skills that are according to you the most important to do the work you used to have successfully (e.g. specific skills, computer skills, working with people, endurance, physical condition)?
People at school, aged 16 and older were asked:
Can you name three skills that are according to you, when you start to work later on, the most important to do your work successfully (e.g. knowledge of regulations, computer skills, working with people, endurance, physical condition)?
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For children younger than 16 we first asked the question:
What do you want to become when you grow up?
in order to get them focused on a specific occupation, and then we asked:
Which three things do you think are most important for you by the time you are working? For instance, being good at arithmetic, language, working with other people.
Scope to learn
We investigate in one of the analyses to what extent people choose courses from which they can learn and whether the respondents tend to choose courses from which they can learn if these are offered by default. To this aim, we ask:
Can you indicate for each aspect how much you can still learn?
The answers range from 1 nothing to 5 very much. Figure 1A in the appendix shows that the mean answer to the question decreases both for men and women with age as expected.
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Offer of a course
At the end of the survey people receive a hypothetical offer of a course. To avoid that people try to answer in a socially desirable or consistent way, the questions about the skills that are important in the job and this hypothetical offer have been separated as much as possible in the survey.
The offer for adults who are employed was phrased in the following way:
Suppose your job has a new settlement in which everyone during working hours can follow a course <X> at the expense of the employer, adapted to the level of the individual participant. It is however also possible to switch courses for a course <Y> or a course <Z>.
in which <X>, <Y> and <Z> are the three skills that have been mentioned earlier on in the survey by the respondent. Hence, a skill mentioned by the respondent translates directly into a course (e.g. if the respondent mentioned "programming in Stata", then the course will be "programming in Stata"). The order of these three skills is randomized, so <X>, <Y>, and <Z> might have a different order than 1, 2, and 3. For people who are at school "your job" is replaced by "your school", and rather than "course" we used a "project week." For people without work (including retired people) the "municipality" rather than the employer was making this offer.
Following this question, respondents could indicate first whether they would take <X>, or preferred to switch to another course. If they choose another course, the choice 7 between <Y> and <Z> was offered to them. This design of the question thereby creates a clear default option.
Empirical approach
We are interested in estimating the effect of the default on the probability that a course is chosen, and especially whether this effect varies across the population. We investigate this by analyzing within individual whether the course which was offered by default had a higher probability to be chosen than the two other courses which were offered to the individual. We estimate the following conditional logit model: C is a vector of dummies for the original order of the courses, excluding one course as a reference category. These dummies will pick up average differences in preferences between courses. υ is the individual fixed effect, ε is the error term.
The individual characteristics Z included in the model are: gender, educational attainment, social status, and age. We investigate whether the effect of the default differs We also investigate reasons for people to choose the course. In the model, this is represented by X. The respondents indicated for each skill how much they think they can still learn regarding the skill. 6 We explore whether people who indicate that they can learn more from the course are also more likely to choose the default. Table 2 presents the results of the conditional logit regression. In the first column, the estimates are presented for the full sample. The results indicate that the second and the third skill are chosen less frequently than the first skill. Courses offered as a default option have a 1.8 times higher probability to be chosen than courses that were not offered by default.
Results
7 5 We will describe the results as age effects. Obviously, these effects may however also reveal cohort effects. With our data it is not possible to identify whether the effects are age or cohort effects. 6 The answers on the question are measured on a 5 point Likert scale. In our analyses, we standardize these answers to mean zero and standard deviation one. 7 In the experiment, we first ask people to state three skills they consider important. Then we randomize these skills and make a course offer. In the first stage it might be that people mention important skills first. In order to investigate this, we analyzed whether the effect of the default differs between the skills mentioned 1 st , 2 nd or 3 rd and find no differences. It is important to note that respondents probably do not consider the courses to be of equal importance. We will show in a later analysis in this paper that they can for instance learn more from some courses than from others. It is therefore not the case that they choose the default because all courses are of equal value to them.
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The second and third columns show the separate results for men and women.
Although women appear somewhat more likely to choose the default, column four indicates that the effect of the default does not differ significantly between men and women. The table shows that these results remain robust when we limit the sample to working individuals.
-- Table 2 --Table 3 shows the default effect by educational levels. The default effects of the highest two tertiary levels of education appear smaller than the effects of the other levels, although the differences are not (or only marginally) significant. The effects for working individuals are similar to those of the full sample.
-- Table 3 -- Figure 1a shows the variation in the default parameter across age with a moving window of 5 years. The graph reveals that slightly above 30 and after age 60, people are less inclined to choose the default. The lower tendency to choose the default slightly above age 30 is similar in the group of working individuals. The decreasing inclination to choose the default after age 60 cannot be observed for working individuals as people start retiring at that age.
-- Figure 1a , 1b -- Figure 2 and 3 show respectively that the patterns are similar for men and women and for people with high and low educational backgrounds. There are some differences.
The lower inclination to select the default slightly after age 30 observed in the full sample seems to a larger extent due to women than men. A similar pattern appears when we limit the sample to working individuals only. The lower tendency to select the default after age 60 is driven more by men than by women. Slightly before age 30 and age 60 lower educated people are more likely to select the default than higher educated individuals.
-- Figure 2a , b and 3a, b--In table 4 the scope to learn from the course is included in the model. People who can learn more from a course select that course more often. The results show that courses, which train skills with a high scope to learn, are chosen independently of the default. The coefficient on the interaction of the default and the scope to learn is very small. This can be interpreted as good news: individuals choose training in a way to encounter their (selfrated) shortage in a specific skill even if this training is not suggested as default. The effects for working individuals are similar to those of the full sample. This finding is novel relative to the results of Borghans and Golsteyn (2014) who report for a sample of young graduates that the ability to learn from a course positively affects the probability to choose the default.
8 Apparently, this tendency is not the same for individuals across the life cycle.
-- Table 4 --
Sensitivity checks
One question is whether the changes in the default parameter across age are driven by changes in the activities people are involved in. The first six columns in This may indicate that retired people are less likely to choose the default or that retired people have understood the question differently compared to other people. Importantly, retired people are typically also older than the other individuals so in the last column we control for a set of age groups. This column indicates that the effect of the default is similar (i.e. the interaction effects are close to unity) for working people, retired people, children, students and other non-workers. We conclude from this that the answers of workers, children, students, non-workers and retired people seem to be comparable, i.e.
the interpretation of the questions in the experiment does not differ between those who have jobs and those who answer the questions with hypothetical jobs in mind. However, it is not possible to fully rule out that the groups have interpreted the question differently.
Therefore, we show all results separately for the main group in the sample: working individuals only.
--Table 5 --
Another question is to what extent our experiment with hypothetical courses can be informative for a setting in which people choose real courses. In order to investigate this properly, our results would have to be tested in the field. The closest we can get to arguing whether our results also hold in a real setting is by asking people after they chose the course:
How large do you estimate the chance to be that you would participate in the chosen course if you had to spend one evening a week for half a year?"
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The answers to this question may serve as an indication of the extent to which a person would choose the course in a real setting. Table 6 reveals that people who are more serious about participating in the course in reality are marginally more likely to choose the default option. This implies that our experiment with hypothetical choices seems to be informative about choice patterns in real settings. If anything, our setting appears to show a lower bound of the real effect of the default. 11 For working respondents there are no statistically significant interactions between the default and true participation in the course.
13 -- Table 6 --
Conclusions
This paper analyzes to what extent default options affect the choice of a course, and how this effect varies across gender, educational level and age. In a survey, Dutch people across ages 6-80 are (hypothetically) offered a default course with two alternatives. Our findings indicate that people generally have a strong tendency to choose the default option. This effect is similar across gender and education level. It appears that the effect of the default option is less strong around age 30 and declines after age 60.
In the literature on libertarian paternalism, it is suggested that defaults (or nudges)
can substantially influence people's behavior while still giving them the opportunity to make a choice. In our paper, managers could set default training options in order to guide people's choices while giving them also the option to freely choose courses themselves.
There is an important critique on this idea: the nudge stimulates people to choose an option desired by the default setter. This behavior does not have to be in the interest of the individual subject to the nudge or to society. Hence, as pointed out by critics of libertarian paternalism, defaults may lead to better or worse choices depending on the benevolence of the default setter. 18 Figure 1a The effect of the default on the choice of a course across age The figures report the coefficients of the default variable in two sets of conditional logit (one for low educated (primary education, secondary education levels) and one for highly educated (tertiary education levels)) with the choice of a course as the dependent variable and as independent variables: the default, and dummies for skill two and three. The model is estimated repeatedly with a moving window of 5 years. In panel ( 
